Technology and the Internet as a key component in psychosocial care of Somatic diseases by Lochan, Ruth
Association for Information Systems
AIS Electronic Library (AISeL)
AMCIS 2012 Proceedings Proceedings
Technology and the Internet as a key component in
psychosocial care of Somatic diseases
Ruth Lochan
Informatics and Media, Uppsala University, Uppsala, Sweden., ruth.lochan@im.uu.se
Follow this and additional works at: http://aisel.aisnet.org/amcis2012
This material is brought to you by the Americas Conference on Information Systems (AMCIS) at AIS Electronic Library (AISeL). It has been accepted
for inclusion in AMCIS 2012 Proceedings by an authorized administrator of AIS Electronic Library (AISeL). For more information, please contact
elibrary@aisnet.org.
Recommended Citation
Lochan, Ruth, "Technology and the Internet as a key component in psychosocial care of Somatic diseases" (2012). AMCIS 2012
Proceedings. 18.
http://aisel.aisnet.org/amcis2012/proceedings/ISHealthcare/18
Lochan  Technology, Internet and Psychosocial care 
Proceedings of the Eighteenth Americas Conference on Information Systems, Seattle, Washington, August 9-12, 2012. 1 
Technology and the Internet as a key component in 
psychosocial care of Somatic diseases  
 
 
Ruth Lochan 
Uppsala University 
Ruth.lochan@im.uu.se 
 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT  
People are living longer and with aging come an increase in somatic diseases and possible psychological distress. There is an 
increased burden on health care globally to provide adequate psychosocial care or support for those most in need. The result 
from a literature review shows that current research is investigating how telemedicine, in particular the internet, can be used 
to assist in providing psychosocial care. The numbers of publications related to this area have steadily increased since 
2003.However, the research is heavily focused on cancer, yet there are other prevalent and common somatic diseases that 
merit equal attention. More research and real-world implementation is urgently needed. Some of the challenges to using 
technology and the internet have been identified and the paper concludes with brief reflections on ways to increase the use of 
telemedicine in providing psychosocial care. 
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INTRODUCTION 
‘Population ageing has profound implications for many facets of human life’ (World Population Aging, 2002) this is one of 
the conclusions of the United Nations World Population Aging 1950-2050 report. Longer life expectancy and a decrease in 
fertility rates have resulted in populations having a higher percentage of older adults. Aging brings with it the increased 
occurrence of somatic and chronic diseases. There is a correlation between age and somatic diseases. Somatic diseases or 
diseases that affect the body are also known to lead to emotional distress (Härter, Baumeister, Reuter, Jacobi , Höfler, 
Bengel, Wittchen, 2007). Consequently, aging is related to somatic diseases as well as psychological problems. 
Somatic diseases account for approximately 63% of all deaths globally and are the main cause of mortality (WHO Chronic 
disease, 2011). These diseases include cancer, diabetes, heart disease, respiratory diseases and stroke and are not restricted to 
older adults. However, being diagnosed with a somatic disease, for example cancer or heart disease, is no longer a death 
sentence. Developments with regard to pharmaceutical and surgical treatments have led to better prognosis and higher 
survival rates for diseases where the outcome was previously bleak. The life expectancy globally, especially in developed 
countries have steadily increased and are now 80 and 85 years for males and females respectively.  
Undeniable the developments in the medical and health care domains are attributed to the increase in use of technology 
(Holden and Karsh, 2010). But as more demands are put on the existing health services by both the increase in somatic 
diseases and an aging population, there is even a great need to look towards telemedicine as a means to coping with the 
needs.  
Somatic diseases can lead to emotional distress; most common depression and anxiety. This distress can sometimes go 
unnoticed while the focus remains on the somatic disease. But the distress or psychological disease (comorbid or secondary 
diseases) can have a negative effect on the individual and by extension the family and wider community. After treatment for 
the somatic disease any underlying emotional distress can prevent the person from regaining a realistic quality of life. The 
treatment of emotional distress, for example by psychosocial care and/or psychological treatment, place a great burden on 
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health care systems in the developed world. In the developing countries it is most often the families, particularly the women, 
who are responsible to provide this kind of support.  
This paper will discuss the increasing need for adequate psychosocial care and support of somatic patients experiencing 
emotional distress in an aging population. Psychosocial care or support is related to meeting emotional, mental, spiritual and 
social needs. While technology use, via telemedicine, in and by itself is not the magic bullet to satiate the growing need for 
psychosocial care, it is a platform that can be used to administer the needed care. 
TELEMEDICINE AND THE U-CARE PROGRAM 
Telemedicine in the broadest sense is ‘medicine at a distance’ (Ferrer-Roca et all, 1998) and uses a wide range of 
technologies to provide real time or pre-recorded medical services to both practitioners and patients. Some examples include 
the use of telephones, faxes, scanners, emails, texts, video and audio recordings and the internet for therapeutic, consultation 
and diagnostics purposes (Perednia and Allen, 1995). There are ongoing discussions about telemedicine costs and saving and 
studies have shown positive health economic benefits (Craig and Patterson, 2005). Another key advocate for the use of 
telemedicine is the increased availability of medical care. This paper primarily focuses on telemedicine in relation to the use 
of the internet. The research presented is part of a larger literature review to investigate the current state of publications on 
computer administered psychosocial care or support in relation to the U-CARE Program at Uppsala University in Sweden.  
 
The U-CARE Program concerns interdisciplinary research including randomized controlled studies to provide psychosocial 
support and computerized cognitive behavior therapy (CCBT) via the internet to patients with somatic diseases and their 
family members. The support and CCBT are delivered via a customized online Internet Technology (IT) platform. In a first 
step the U-CARE patient groups include adolescents with cancer, adults with cancer and adults with myocardial infarct. The 
patient groups have since been extended to include studies on mucositis and there are ongoing discussions to further expand 
the groups. The project comprises researchers from the areas of: care sciences, health economics, psychology, and 
information systems. The IT platform is based on Microsoft’s implementation of MVC (built on top of the .NET framework). 
There are various stakeholders in the project, consequently, architecturally many features had a generic design and have been 
customized for the various patient groups. The features on the U-CARE IT platform include a chat room, moderated forum, 
frequently asked questions, a diary (where contents can be private or shared), and a study specific library with information 
content related to the specific patient group. The interventions designed by nurses, physicians, psychologists and social 
workers include audio and video material, text material and homework tasks. Questionnaires such as the Hospital Anxiety 
and Depression Scale (HADS) and EQ-5D (instrument used as a measure of health outcome) and customized quizzes can 
also be administered via online platform. Psychologists oversee the CCBT and participants are able to contact and receive 
feedback from the psychologists.  
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
This paper investigates the questions of how is technology currently used in providing psychosocial care and support and 
what are the challenges facing telemedicine, in particular the internet to provide psychosocial care and support for an aging 
population. These questions will be answered from data collected in a literature review using the Thomson Reuters Web of 
Knowledge (WOK) databases of journal articles as at 15
th
 November 2011 on publications related to psychosocial care or 
psychosocial support.  
The literature review examined publications from both an Information Systems and a Psychology perspective. The search 
was conducted using the key phases ‘online psychosocial support’ and ‘online psychosocial care’ within all databases in 
WOK.  The key phases will be used interchangeable throughout the text. The delimitation of the search criteria is shown in 
the following Table 1 below: 
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Subject Key phases Search criteria 
Information 
Systems 
online psychosocial 
support 
OR 
online Psychosocial 
care 
Topic=(online psychosocial support) OR 
Title=(online psychosocial support) 
OR 
Topic=(online psychosocial care) OR Title=(online 
psychosocial care) 
Refined by: General Categories=( Science Technology Or Social Sciences ) And Subject 
Areas=( Social Sciences Other Topics Or Computer Science Or Biomedical Social 
Sciences Or Medical Informatics Or Science Technology Other Topics Or Life Sciences 
Biomedicine Other Topics ) And Document Type=( Article Or Review )  
Timespan=All Years.  
Search language=Auto Lemmatization=On 
   
Subject Key phases Search criteria 
Psychology online psychosocial 
support 
OR 
online Psychosocial 
care 
Topic=(online psychosocial support) OR 
Title=(online psychosocial support) 
OR 
Topic=(online psychosocial care) OR Title=(online 
psychosocial care) 
 
Refined by: General Categories=( Science Technology Or Social Sciences ) And Subject 
Areas=( Psychology Or Oncology Or Health Care Sciences Services ) And Document 
Type=( Article Or Review )  
Timespan=All Years.  
Search language=Auto Lemmatization=On 
  
Table 1. Literature review search criteria 
 
To explain Table 1, all journal articles in all WOK databases were searched for the key phases in the article’s topic or title. 
The results were refined by limiting the general categories, subject areas and document type to the particular subject. For both 
subjects the general categories was Science Technology or Social Sciences. The subject areas for Information System (IS) 
was social sciences other topics or computer science or biomedical social sciences or medical informatics or science 
technology other topics or life sciences biomedicine other topics. For psychology the subject areas were psychology or 
oncology or health care sciences service. The document types were either article or review for both subjects.  
RESULTS FROM LITERATURE REVIEW 
The results from the search in both Information Systems (IS) and Psychology publications resulted in a total of 165 articles, 
36 of these were duplicates, that is, the same articles showed in the search results for the terms online psychosocial care and 
online psychosocial support. The results of the initial search are shown in Table 2 below: 
 
Publications Search result Duplicates Unique 
IS – online psychosocial care 24 
15 43 
IS – online psychosocial support 34 
Psychology – online psychosocial 
care 
48 
21 86 
Psychology – online psychosocial 
support 
59 
Table 2. Search results  
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After a further cross check of the IS articles with the Psychology articles there were 23 articles that were in both categories. 
These articles were eliminated and 106 unique articles were finally identified. The Journals and number of publications by 
year were identified and the results are shown in Appendix 1 and a summary is shown in Table 3 below.  
 
Year 1988 1997 2000 2001 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 
Number of 
publications 
1 1 1 1 2 4 8 6 10 13 12 26 21 
Table 3. Number of articles and year published  
 
As seen in Table 3, there has been a steady increase in publications from 2003 and a sharp increase in articles between 2009 
and 2010. This indicates the growing interest of using online psychosocial care in both the IS and Psychology domains.  
Using Webster and Watson’s (2002) Concept Matrix, the publications were categorized into 4 broad concepts: studies which 
focused on diverse aspects of a somatic disease only, studies which focused on mental disease or psychological distress only, 
studies that discussed the mental disease or psychological distress associated with a somatic disease and others studies that 
discussed psychosocial care/support in general. Appendix 1 gives the details of the articles showing: Article details (author, 
title, journal, publication date); Topic; Telemedicine service classification (following the Telehealth Resource Center website 
(TRC)) and the Focal concept.  Table 4 below give a summary of the number of articles by focal concept: 
 
Focal concepts Number of articles 
Somatic diseases only  
(SD) 
14 
Mental diseases/Psychological  
distress only  
(MD/PD ) 
11 
Somatic disease and Mental 
diseases/Psychological distress  
(SD & MD/PC) 
42 
Other psychosocial support issues  
(Other PSS) 
39 
Table 4.  Summary of article by Focal concept 
 
Table 4 shows that 40% or 42 of the overall 106 publications focused on research involving both a somatic disease and the 
psychological distress that follows. Table 5 shows the specific somatic disease discussed in the article.  The diseases covered 
a broad range with over 80% of the publications related to cancer psychosocial care/support research. The research emphasis 
on cancer is a reflection of the prevalence and gravity of this disease and demonstrated how psychosocial care/support for this 
somatic disease can be administered using technology and via the internet. The other 8 journal articles in Table 5 give an 
example of the variety of diseases for which it is possible to use the internet to provide psychosocial care/support.  
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Further analysis of the articles showed that 14 articles focused on somatic diseases only; the disease most prevalent was again 
cancer, refer to Table 6. Here almost 50% of the articles were about cancer: 
 
Somatic disease 
Number of 
articles 
Cancer (various) 6 
Chronic illness (cancer, diabetes, rheumatoid disease, or multiple 
sclerosis) 
1 
Chronic inflammatory bowel disease 1 
Stem cell transplantation 3 
Overweight/obesity 3 
Table 6. Distribution of articles that only discussed a somatic disease 
 
Interestingly, current research show how online psychosocial care is being tested on a wide range of somatic diseases. These 
diseases are associated with various age groups for example cancer in children and adolescents, eating disorders in teenagers 
and young adults, infertility, fibromyalgia and HIV in adult populations, Parkinson and other chronic disease associated with 
older adults. These diseases are also not limited to specific countries but present a growing global health burden.  
Approximately 40% of the publications (39 articles) in the literature review did not relate to one specific disease, but focused 
instead on the use or role of the internet and technology in psychosocial care/support in general. In several of these articles 
cancer was again mentioned. The primary theme of these articles related to communication. This communication was 
between patients, relatives (support groups), doctors and nurses. Table 7 gives a summary of these publications.  
Somatic disease Number of articles 
Cancer in children and adolescents 6 
Cancer in adults 28 
Parkinson disease 1 
Infertility 1 
HIV 1 
Polycystic ovary 1 
Trauma 1 
Brain tumors 1 
Aphasia 1 
Fibromyalgia 1 
Table 5. Distribution of articles according  Somatic disease and Mental 
diseases/Psychological distress (SD & MD/PC) 
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Concept/Subject Number of articles 
Care for elderly 4 
Care for chronic ill 2 
Learning for students 8 
Communication  16 
Physical activity of native American  1 
Technology use in psychosocial services in general 1 
Medicare/Mediaid facilities 1 
Key research questions in psycho oncology 1 
Demand for nurse anesthetics 1 
Web health users 1 
Web based behavior 1 
Health maintenance outcome 1 
Smoking cessation 1 
Table 7. Distribution of articles not related to a specific somatic disease 
 
Psychosocial care/support services revolve around communication. This communication can be between a patient and their 
health care provided, either the doctor or nurse (refer to record number 2, 4, 20, 53, 59, 68, 81, 82, 85, 87, 103 on Appendix 
2), amongst relatives of the patients with other relatives of patients (refer to record number 8, 19, 69, 89, 101 on Appendix 2), 
communication between patients themselves often through support groups (refer to record number 7, 17, 25, 30, 36, 53, 68, 
70, 76, 77, 83, 84, 88, 91, 94, 101, 104, 105 on Appendix 2).  
The communication can take the form of providing information on the disease or how to relieve the distress (refer to record 
number 4, 30, 53, 75, 105 on Appendix 2), various questionnaires and surveys (refer to record number 19, 81, 82, 85, 104 on 
Appendix 2), chat rooms and emails (refer to record number 20, 36 on Appendix 2), online support groups  in the form or 
forums and discussion blogs (refer to record number 7, 8, 13, 25, 54, 69, 76, 83, 84, 88, 91, 103 on Appendix 2).  
UNDER-UTILIZATION OF TELEMEDICINE  
While it is promising to see how internet is being used to provide psychosocial support and care, the question arises as to why 
technology is not used more, especially for prevalent somatic disease other than cancer, for example heart disease or diabetes.  
From the data in the literature review a lot of research funding and interest exists in the area of cancer research.  However 
cancer is no longer a ‘rich world’ disease but is also a leading cause of death in developing countries (Parkin, Sitas , Chirenje, 
Stein, Abratt , Wabinga, 2008; WHO, 2005). In the east African nation of Tanzania for example, there is a growing cancer 
burden with approximately 35,000 new cancer cases each year (WHO, 2011). Cardiovascular diseases are currently the 
leading cause of death globally, and it is expected to will remain the number one cause of death as far as 2030 (WHO, 2011).  
There are challenges to using technology to provide psychosocial support and care. Globally there is an unequal distribution 
of resources; these resources are not only financial but non-financial for example in terms of the nurses, health care personnel 
and doctors (Dussault and Dubois, 2003). Psychosocial care demands a degree of privacy and confidentiality. In some 
societies mental disease and some somatic diseases carry with it a social stigma for example HIV. Online psychosocial 
care/support can be an effective way of providing the needed care in a safe and confidential way. Language and culture also 
impact the level of care given to somatic patients and care givers. Most of the research is centred on the needs of the western 
world where English is the predominant language. Other online services such as ODIN (overcoming depression on the 
internet), MoodGYM and BluePages, (resources for depression and anxiety) cater for computer literate English speakers. The 
U-CARE project in Sweden directs the psychosocial support towards Swedish speakers and so this is a limitation to the 
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platform’s use. However, the author’s doctoral thesis work involved adapting the U-CARE IT platform for use outside of 
Sweden. 
Demiris (2006) discussed some other key the challenge of diffusion of virtual communities. Herein emerge the ethical issues 
of identity and deception, where members in online communities and support groups can provide false or misleading 
information to other members.  While technology promises increase accessibility of psychosocial support to a wider group 
there may be obstacles in terms of the concept of the digital divide where gaps may exists between the potential of the 
technology and the users understanding or ability to access or use the technology. There are other technical challenges for 
online psychosocial care/support in terms of usability design for example in older adults who may have certain limitations 
sure to age or poor health. New information technologies continue to develop at a fast pace however the legal framework or 
guidelines to govern this is sometimes unclear or even absent. Therefore it is necessary to identify any gray areas that are 
barriers to using online technology for psychosocial care/support outside the accepted legislative umbrellas. Professionalism 
in the attitudes of health providers in developing countries can also be a barrier to the limiting the advancement of using 
greater technology for psychosocial care. While many other areas of industry and science increasingly adopt open practices 
and open standards for information exchange, the intellectual property rights culture in psychology appear to counteract a 
rapid dissemination of technology in the area of internet-based psychosocial care. 
CONCLUSION – USING MORE TELEMEDICINE IN PSYCHOSOCIAL CARE/SUPPORT 
Successful internet-based psychosocial care requires not only that the services are delivered through high-quality systems in 
usability and engineering terms but also that the services provided are able to harness the accumulated understanding of the 
health providers (DeLone & MacLean, 2003). The U-CARE Program is a good example of the potential uses for internet 
telemedicine. U-CARE is an amalgam of resources which provides a holistic approach to treating the emotional distress of 
somatic diseases. The psychosocial care provided relates to specific distresses associated with the specific disease and is not 
limited to cancer patients. The U-CARE IT platform offer patients and relatives palliative care from psychologists and 
general health staff as well as access to peer-support via the discussion forums and chat options.  The literature review points 
in a positive direction for the use of telemedicine for emotional distress related to somatic illness. However, it is necessary to 
address the health literacy gap especially in minorities and the specific groups who can benefit from online psychosocial 
care/support (Schnitzer, Rosenzweig and Harris, 2011; Kickbusch 2001). The aging population, especially in western 
countries are generally literate and have been exposed to the internet and possess the basic skills essential to use various 
internet communication features for example, chat, discussion, forums to interact with online support groups (Zhou, 2011). 
Arguable, the increased risk of dementia with aging need not eliminate the possibility to use the internet, since the technology 
can be adapted, for example use of touch screens and images, for this group (Astell et al, 2010). It is necessary to retrain 
health care providers, care givers and the patients themselves in the new key role of technology in psychosocial care. 
Psychosocial care/support ‘treatment as usual’ or ‘usual care’ has to be redefined to include technology and the internet as a 
core component of a new ‘treatment as usual’. 
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APPENDIX 2 – DETAILS OF ALL ARTICLES IN THE LITERATURE REVIEW  
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